"ONE IS ONE AND ALL ALONE"
however often I am shown and however sincerely I try (the sight
of a gadget even as simple as a corkscrew or a tin-opener is enough
to make me burst into tears). So the fact that I never actively
interested myself in politics, nor understood their dry hard words
and ill-chosen idiom, emphatically does not mean in my case what
it meant with so many Litde Ladies of the Victorian and Edwardian
type; that they were too wrapt up in personal pleasures, clothes,
flippancies and flirtations.
I have, on the contrary, an urge which has increased and not
lessened with time and age, an urge to talk to people and make
them talk to me; or rather, talk to them so that they should talk
to me. I want to be told sooner than tell; I want their home life,
their views, their amusements, "how they feel about Mum, how
they shake off depression—I want it all. Not simply out of
curiosity; curiosity is the start of it, but I have a queer sense that
I can use this knowledge valuably, and not merely professionally
as a writer of fiction "interested" in the Common Man; for I
cannot help doubting if the Common Man, a convenient, abstraction
in political jargon, does in fact exist at all. Herd instinct does
exist, when each tfwcommon man is swept by a common reaction.
But the common man, once aware of himself as such, would
immediately become the self-conscious man, rightly suspecting
patronage from the self-styled Uncommon Man higher up in
development and originality, offering to state their case for them;
offering in the same tone as the S.P.CA. legend we used to read
in omnibuses: "We speak for those who cannot speak for them-
selves"—Yet there is no reason whatever to suppose that the
Common Man, even if he exists, must necessarily be inarticulate.'
So it had never occurred to me that in England, and even more
in America during recent years, there was a question growing
angrier every day, called the "Proletarian Novel Controversy"—
until suddenly, at a Woman's Club dinner-party after my lecture
in one of the Twin Cities of Minnesota, a neighbour fired at my
head: "What are your views, Miss Stern, on this question of the
Proletarian Novel ?" If she had said "What are your views on the
Proletariat?", leaving out "novel", I should have recognized at
least that I was in the presence of an important subject; a formidable
subject; and would have replied in humility that I knew very little
about politics and certainly not enough to express myself in views.
But "Proletarian Novel" in inverted commas as she used it, surely
that must be a contradiction -in terms ? A novel is a storv about
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